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he Orbis Pictus Award Committee of the
National Council of Teachers of English
honors excellence in nonfiction literature
written for children. The award, begun almost 20
years ago, commemorates the book Orbis Sensualium Pictus by Johannes Amos Comenius, published in 1657 and considered the first nonfiction
book designed for children. Each year the Committee of NCTE members selects up to 14 books
from titles submitted by publishers that make
an outstanding contribution to children’s literature. This year the committee selected a book
that shows how ordinary people can participate
together in scientific investigation and make a contribution to knowledge of the natural world while
they seek to preserve it. Among the other titles in
this year’s collection are books that illustrate commitment to science and passion for scientific work:
biographies of Gregor Mendel and Madam Curie
as well as a chronicle of the work of the many
people who made the Apollo 11 space project possible. Topics of this year’s collection come from
history, current events, architecture, and engineering, all focusing on how communities and teams
of people can influence a society and make a difference in the quality of life for everyone.
High-quality nonfiction continues to expand
in content, design, and style of writing, making the deliberations of the committee intensive
and thoughtful. As always, the committee looked
closely at the extent to which books exemplified the
criteria for excellent nonfiction: careful documentation of sources, coherent organization, engaging
design, and appropriate style for the intended audience. We grappled with our responses to the various
ways authors authenticated their work with sources
and source notes and whether these were presented
appropriately for younger as well as older readers. We worked to select titles that would appeal
to a wide range of young people, lend themselves
to more reading for both research and pleasure,

encourage readers to think about the world they live
in, and model exemplary writing styles. The books
in the collection are beautiful in their presentation
and provide insight into perspectives and experiences that will inspire young readers.

2007 ORBIS PICTUS AWARD WINNER
One of the cornerstones of outstanding nonfiction
children’s books on topics in science is the artful
weaving together of content and scientific investigation. As authors share information, they explain
how scientists think and work. Also, as authors,
they discuss their own processes for including or
excluding information and separating fact from
conjecture. The committee thought this book,
with its many color photographs and rich details,
provided a perspective on science and scientists
in the context of people’s lives that would engage
young readers. It chronicles the life and work of
a whole community of people engaged in scientific research to understand the life of the reclusive tree kangaroo.
Quest for the Tree
Kangaroo: An
Expedition to the Cloud
Forest of New Guinea
Written by Sy Montgomery
Illustrated with
photographs by Nic Bishop

Houghton Mifflin, 2006,
80 pp., ISBN 978-0618-49641-9

Sy Montgomery involves readers in more than
an expedition. They become part of an ongoing
research project to learn about the lives of the rare
and cloud soft Matschie’s tree kangaroo. The author
introduces the land and the flora and fauna that
inhabit the steep mountain slopes of Papua New
Guinea as she describes the lives and languages of
people of the region. She introduces Lisa Debak,
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The five books selected as Honor Books, represent history, science, and art. They exemplify
different types of nonfiction (the shorter text of
picture books and the longer text of full biographies). Beautiful illustrations provide historical context and archival photographs bring to life
important historical information and detail that
will inspire conversation about the often unique
perspectives provided by photographers.
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2007 ORBIS PICTUS HONOR BOOKS

lead scientist, and all the members of the research
team: the veterinarian, graduate students, and the
people of the village who donated 100,000 acres
of their land as tree kangaroo habitat. By including lists of gear and equipment as well as descriptions of the work everyone shares, readers begin to
understand the multiple tasks of preparing for the
long trek from the village into the cloud forest.
A distinctive feature of the book is the explanation of the scientific work the research team does
together through the author’s depiction of their
daily lives. One morning, a team member (a resident of the village serving as one of the trackers)
runs into camp to announce the spotting of two
tree kangaroos. With the news, the rest of the team
jumps into action. “We run past the tree kangaroo
house, past the kunai (the open area), down a trail—
and then into trackless bush. Will the tree kangaroos
still be there when we get there? It takes us nearly
an hour to reach the site. We see the long golden tail
hanging down from the branches of a Saurauia (a
tall tree)—and then the animal to whom it belongs:
a gorgeous red and gold tree kangaroo sitting eighty
feet above us, looking down with ears pricked
forward” (pp. 55–56). They spot a second tree
kangaroo in the next tree. After watching and photographing the two animals, the team undertakes the
challenging task of getting the animals down. Then
they make their measurements, and put narrow collars, outfitted with a transmitter and computer chip,
around the tree kangaroos’ necks . . . all in ten minutes. The team doesn’t know whether the devices
will help them learn about the habits of the tree kangaroo until later when they track the radio signals
through miles of mountainside forest.

Something Out of
Nothing: Marie Curie
and Radium
Written by Carla Killough
McClafferty
Illustrated with photographs

Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
2006, 134 pp.,
ISBN 978-0-374-38036-6

Beginning with a lively
scene describing Marie
Sklodowska and other children secretly being taught
in their native Polish, instead of Russian, the author
paints a detailed portrait of Marie Curie. Because
women in Poland were not allowed to attend college, Marie’s secret learning continued at the “Floating University,” where she learned from Polish
scientists, philosophers, and historians. To help
her older sister go to the Sorbonne in Paris, Marie
worked as a governess for four years. During the
fourth year, she again secretly attended classes, this
time at the Museum of Industry and Agriculture, and
got her first taste of laboratory work. Marie joined
her sister in Paris in the winter of 1891, where she
was finally able to begin her own university studies
in physics and math. She did research on the magnetic properties of steel, and during her search for
more laboratory space, she met Pierre Curie.
This remarkable book chronicles Marie’s life,
her studies, and her relationships with Pierre and
their children, but it reads like a novel, not an encyclopedia. The book’s secondary focus is radium,
the center of Marie’s work, which took on a life
of its own that she never anticipated or wanted to
profit from. Through McClafferty’s gifted storytelling, we get to know Marie as a person—how
she loved her children deeply and yet did not show
affection toward them, how she worked herself to
exhaustion, and how she became the first woman to
teach at the Sorbonne.

The beautiful photographs richly illustrate the
land, the flora and fauna, and the work and daily
routines of the research team. The book’s content
will inspire discussions of the nature and ethics of
science. Lead scientist Debak gives advice to young
people who envision a life in science or conservation. “I have to spend time writing reports, raising
money, trying to get other people to support what
we do” (p. 75). As young readers see how scientists
involve others in research, they see the human face
of science. In this book, they also see how scientists
learn about the cultures in which they work and how
ordinary people can make a difference in preserving the natural world and its inhabitants. Extensive
author and photographer notes provide additional
insight into their work. The book includes a glossary,
websites, and acknowledgments.
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John Muir: America’s
First Environmentalist

The challenging life, inquisitive mind, and scientific contributions of the world’s first geneticist blend into a unique biography that introduces
readers to the field of genetics. Born to a poor
family in rural Czech Republic in 1822, Gregor
Mendel’s passion for nature and desire to find
answers steered his lifetime toward the question,
“How do mothers and fathers—whether they are
apple trees, sheep, or humans—pass down traits
to their children?” (n.p.). Becoming a friar at the
Abbey of St. Thomas fed Mendel’s mind and soul
and allowed him to pursue his interest in scientific
inquiry. As the first to apply the scientific method
to the field of biology, Mendel’s natural investigation encompassed theoretical hypothesis, identified variables, experimental control, data gathering
and analysis, and groundbreaking conclusions
over eight years and 28,000 pea plants. The beautifully rendered illustrations demonstrate the steps
in Mendel’s labor-intensive, methodical research.
Mendel discovered dominant and recessive
genes as the building blocks of heredity while
integrating mathematics to identify patterns in
his experiment. When he presented his findings
at a conference in 1865 and published them in
a scientific journal, no one paid attention. The
field was too limited to connect his plant revelations to other animals and humans. Only after his
death did the scientific community appreciate the
impact and insights of his experiment.
Extensive author notes explain the information that is available to researchers learning about
Mendel, his thinking, and his work. The author
explains the sources for the quotations she has
used and includes a selected bibliography.

Written by Kathryn Lasky
Illustrated by Stan Fellows

Candlewick, 2006, 41 pp.,
ISBN 978-0-7636-1957-2

John Muir lived his
life forever daring to
undertake new adventures. He spent most
of his days outdoors and had a deep love for the
untamed wilderness. Kathryn Lasky draws on
Muir’s writings to bring readers a life story of this
remarkable man who did so much to raise America’s awareness of environmental issues. Stan Fellows’s paintings complement the vivid text and
help bring readers into Muir’s story.
We meet John Muir (whose last name means
“wild land” in his native Scotland) as a youth fearlessly climbing the roof of his house. He captures
meadow larks only to let them go when he realizes the cruelty involved. He is awed by Aurora
Borealis in the night sky. He becomes an inventor
and sells his inventions in order to attend the university. As a young man, he began walking—over
tens of thousands of miles during his lifetime—
through the south to Florida, the west to California,
and north to Alaska, where readers are taken along
on a particularly harrowing adventure on a glacier.
Muir’s learning and observation throughout his life
led him to devote his last years to preserving the
wilderness. His writing and speaking raised awareness of the importance of conservation and helped
bring about our national park system.
Readers will feel they know John Muir after
reading his story and may “catch” his passion for
preserving the riches of our land. Lasky’s portrayal of Muir’s life is a testimony to what it
means to be lifelong learners and to use that learning to inform and bring about change.

Team Moon: How
400,000 People Landed
Apollo 11 on the Moon
Written by
Catherine Thimmesh
Illustrated with photographs

Gregor Mendel: The
Friar Who Grew Peas

Houghton Mifflin,
2006, 80 pp.,
ISBN 978-0-618-50757-3

Written by Cheryl Bardoe
Illustrated by Jos. A. Smith

Team Moon is more than the story of the three
astronauts—Buzz Aldrin, Neil Armstrong, and
Michael Collins—who flew to the moon, landed,
walked on its surface, and came back. It is the
story of all those men and women—all 400,000

Abrams Books for Young
Readers (in association
with the Field Museum),
2006, unpaged,
ISBN 978-0-8109-5475-5
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is emphasis on the coordinated efforts of ministers and other leaders to encourage the cooperation and personal sacrifice necessary for the
success of the boycott. The final chapter takes
the story forward to the Civil Rights Act of 1964,
with glimpses into the lives and futures of many
boycott participants. The abundant black-andwhite photographs include a map of Montgomery and examples of a leaflet and signs, but the
most impressive photographs are those of ordinary people doing an ordinary thing: walking—
walking to work, to school, to church, to piano
lessons. Freedman has presented a moving overview of the historical event generally accepted
to be the start of the Civil Rights Movement.
There is meticulous attention to documentation,
with detailed chapter source notes, an annotated
selected bibliography, and an index.
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of them!—whose unheralded work made the first
lunar landing possible. The behind-the-scene stories are told in the voices of the men and women
responsible for the mission’s success—engineers,
seamstresses, flight directors, managers, camera
designers, software experts, suit testers, telescope
crew, newscasters, and navigators. Thimmesh’s
riveting text transports readers to the time and
place of the great event, as if they were observing
the astronauts from the point of view of the scientists on the ground who worked together to bring
the Apollo and its crew safely home. The crew was
keenly aware of the support on Earth; as Apollo 11
astronaut Michael Collins wrote, “All this is possible only through the blood, sweat, and tears of
a number of people. . . . All you see are the three
of us, but beneath the surface are thousands and
thousands of others” (p. 9). Thimmesh documents
the drama and danger of Apollo 11, the first moon
landing. The stunning photographs on black paper
with white text perfectly complement a text about
the moon and remind readers of why mankind
wanted to explore space. The author’s detailed
attributions document the interviews, books, oral
history transcripts, and online and multimedia
sources used to inform her writing.

2007 ORBIS PICTUS
RECOMMENDED BOOKS
In addition to the Orbis Pictus Award Winner and
Honor Books, the committee selected eight recommended titles that focus on topics in history,
engineering, science, and current events. The
books are beautifully designed and offer both
quality resources for information and good writing presented in a variety of forms. The richness
of the books’ themes will make them appealing to
both younger and older readers.

Freedom Walkers:
The Story of the
Montgomery Bus
Boycott
Written by
Russell Freedman

Freedom Riders:
John Lewis and
Jim Zwerg on the
Front Lines of the Civil
Rights Movement

Illustrated with photographs

Holiday House,
2006, 114 pp.,
ISBN 0-8234-2031-0

Written by Ann Bausum

Russell Freedman introduces today’s young
readers to a turbulent era’s historical social triumph by recounting the lives of the people who
lived it. The well-known participants are there,
with special emphasis on Rosa Parks and Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr., but there is also focus
on lesser known figures, such as Jo Ann Robinson, an English professor at Alabama State,
and Robert Graetz, the white minister of an allblack Lutheran church. Freedman’s clear prose
takes the reader through the timeline of the boycott by including personal narratives that offer
an insight to the emotional tenor of Montgomery in the mid 1950s. Throughout the book, there

Illustrated with photographs

National Geographic,
2006, 80 pp.,
ISBN 978-0-7922-4173-7

In May 1961, the Freedom Riders, a small group of college students, both
black and white, boarded a Greyhound bus in an
effort to end segregation of public vehicles, waiting rooms, restaurants, and rest rooms in transportation terminals in the Deep South. John Lewis,
currently a U. S. Congressman, grew up black in
the segregated South while John Zwerg grew up
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white in mainstream Wisconsin. These two individuals provide the diverse perspectives that capture
the nonviolent intentions and the resulting bloodshed surrounding this event in the Civil Rights
Movement.
Ann Bausum’s well-paced text, select interview quotes, and authentic cultural language
blend effectively with captioned portraits of the
times and the Freedom Riders themselves. Cited
documentation of freedom songs, participant
quotes, and emotion-filled photographs enhance
the reader’s knowledge of the struggle for equal
rights. Information on other Freedom Riders, a
pictorial chronology, a useful resource guide of
books and websites, and an extensive bibliography serve to build an appreciation for the emergence of justice in this period of hatred and
discrimination.

a chronology, bibliography, list of resources,
source notes, and index, this book is a model of
well-designed nonfiction that tells a compelling
and important story.
An Egg Is Quiet
Written by Diana Aston
Illustrated by Sylvia Long

Chronicle Books, 2006,
unpaged,
ISBN 978-0-8118-4428-4

The acknowledgments show that Aston
and Long carefully
researched this beautifully illustrated and
hand-lettered book. It begins simply, with one layer
of text accompanied by detailed watercolor paintings. Then multiple layers of factual information and captions join and supplement the lyrical
main text. The eggs represent birds, fish, insects,
and even a shark called the lesser-spotted dogfish,
whose leathery egg case has tendrils that anchor it
to seaweed, keeping it from being swept out into
the ocean. After a close look at various eggs and
their textures, sizes, shapes, and colors, the last
pages present the development of a hen, salmon,
and grasshopper from egg to adult along illustrated
time lines. The double-paged illustration includes
a cutaway diagram of an egg with its embryo.
Illustrations throughout the book have identifying
labels rendered in elegant lettering. Aston smoothly
blends poetic language and fact while Long has
perfectly matched the language with her compelling illustrations.

Onward: A
Photobiography of
African-American
Polar Explorer
Matthew Henson
Written by Delores Johnson
Illustrated with photographs
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National Geographic,
2006, 64 pp.,
ISBN 978-0-7922-7914-3

“The lure of the Arctic
is tugging at my heart . . . .” This inspiring photobiography of Matthew Henson captures the adventure, excitement, and danger of polar exploration
at the turn of the 20th century and describes how
a self-educated sharecropper’s son became one of
the first explorers to reach the North Pole. Hired
as Robert E. Peary’s “Negro manservant,” Henson
traveled repeatedly to the frozen North with Peary
and quickly learned Inuit ways and language.
While it was Peary who received public acclaim
and official recognition, Henson’s skills, stamina,
and spirit were indispensable to the success of the
expedition. It was only after his death that Henson
was officially recognized as “Co-Discoverer of the
North Pole.”
Ample use of striking archival photographs,
direct quotes from Henson’s own writings,
and the personal memories of Henson’s family members add to the richness of this engaging book. Well documented and concluding with

The Cat with the
Yellow Star: Coming
of Age in Terezin
Written by Susan Goldman
Rubin with Ela Weissberger
Illustrated with photographs

Holiday House,
2006, 64 pp.,
ISBN 978-0-8234-1831-2

Making extensive use of letters, diaries, journals,
and memoirs, Rubin puts a human face on the
Holocaust as she recounts Ela Weissberger’s life
before, during, and after World War II, accompa-
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Owen & Mzee:
The True Story
of a Remarkable
Friendship

nied by archival and family photographs and fullcolor children’s drawings.
When she is 11 years old, Ela and other family
members are sent to Terezin, a Nazi concentration
camp. Ela is almost 15 when she is liberated. Ela
describes her determination to survive, her friendships, and the courageous adults who gave of their
gifts of art and music to the children amidst the suffering of those years. The title of this book comes
from a role that Ela plays in a children’s opera she
and other children perform while interned.
While this story of a Holocaust survivor does
not conceal or minimize the atrocities, it is a book
of hope and the power of family, friends, art, and
music. Skillfully placed within a historical context with documented source notes and resources,
it speaks to the importance of remembering and
sharing stories with the next generation.

Written by Isabella Hatkoff,
Craig Hatkoff, and
Dr. Paula Kahumbu
Illustrated with photographs
by Peter Greste

Scholastic, 2006, 32 pp., ISBN 0-439-82973-9

Many readers may remember a news broadcast or
feature article about a baby hippopotamus rescued
in the wake of the tsunami in December 2004. Isabella Hatkoff, aged six, and her father Craig were
so moved by the story that they contacted Dr.
Paula Kahumbu and created an e-book that was
shown at the Tribecca Film Festival. That e-book
was the precursor of Owen & Mzee: The True
Story of a Remarkable Friendship. In simple prose
and illustrated with heartwarming photographs
by Peter Greste, it tells the tale of Owen, the baby
hippopotamus, his rescue, and his unlikely companionship with Mzee, a 130-year-old Aldabra
Tortoise. The back matter gives information about
the animals, the setting (including maps), the tsunami, and Haller Park, the Kenyan animal sanctuary where Owen and Mzee are still together.

Construction Zone
Written by
Cheryl Willis Hudson
Illustrated with photographs
by Richard Sobol

Candlewick Press,
2006, unpaged,
ISBN 978-0-7636-2684-6

Saving the Buffalo

Constructing any modern building is a complex process, but when the
building is as unique as the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Stata Center in Cambridge,
designed by Frank O. Gehry, “complexity” seems
an understatement. With brilliant photos, Sobol
documents the remarkable construction of this
building over a three-year period. Hudson’s
accompanying text explaining various aspects of
the construction is brief and clear enough for the
youngest of readers. A unique feature of the text
are the definitions of particular building terms at
the bottom of the book’s pages—inserted so that
they complement the text and never insult young
readers.
Construction Zone may appear deceptively
simple on first glance. However, readers of all
ages will find sophistication in both photos and
text that will bring them back to repeated readings. Each experience with the book will undoubtedly bring new insights and further understanding
of a construction zone.

Written by Albert Marrin
Illustrated with photographs
and archival art

Scholastic Nonfiction,
2006, 108 pp.,
ISBN 978-0-439-71854-7

At one time, over 60
million buffalo roamed
the Great Plains, but
they were on the brink
of extinction until the efforts of a few people
saved them. This micro-history deftly introduces
the story of the buffalo. Marrin explains the buffalo’s importance to the Native Americans and the
Great Plain’s ecosystem. The Indians used every
part of the buffalo they killed—from the meat to
the tail and bones. Then settlers began to kill them
as buffalo robes became fashionable and tongues
became a delicacy in the 1840s. The buffalo were
viewed as an obstruction to the railroad’s westward construction, so the Union Pacific hired men
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to hunt them. Buffalo Bill Cody alone killed over
5,000 in 18 months’ time. Later it was believed
that the only way to deal with the Indians was to
destroy the buffalo. General Sherman’s planned
and systematic annihilation nearly brought the
majestic beast to extinction.
Archival photographs and illustrations include
captions with commentary that elaborates on the
text and provides new information. Beautiful,
contemporary photographs show the life of buffalo communities in their natural habitat. A glossary, source notes, sources, and websites related
to the topics in the book remind readers the book
is as good a resource in history as it is a great
story.

Sometimes people accidentally get themselves
into trouble too.” In this book, rescue accounts
from around the world illustrate Markle’s point.
Along with dramatic narratives, she explains scientific concepts, inventions, and technology that
help rescuers help people. She describes hypothermia and a heart–lung machine that played a
part in the rescue of a toddler who wandered outside on a winter’s night while everyone slept. In
one account of people fending off a brush fire,
she explains an invention that a disposable diaper
inspired. Insets separate the narratives from scientific information. Maps throughout the book,
a table of contents, diagrams, author notes, and
photo credits help students learn about science as
they discover how people have made courageous
efforts to help others.

Rescues!
Written by Laura Markle
Illustrated with
photographs

Sandip Wilson is assistant professor of literacy and
children’s literature at Husson College in Bangor, Maine.
Carol Avery is a retired elementary teacher/educational
consultant in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. Kim Ford is librarian and middle school English teacher in Memphis,
Tennessee. Marjorie Hancock is professor of language
arts at Kansas State University in Manhattan. Sylvia
Read is assistant professor at Utah State University in
Logan. Elaine C. Stephens is a retired teacher educator
in literacy, now living in South Haven, Michigan. Terrell
A. Young is professor of Literacy Education at Washington State University in Richland.

Millbrook, 2006, 88 pp.,
ISBN 978-0-8225-3413-6

At the beginning of her
book, Markle notes,
“No one knows when
disaster may strike. A storm, an earthquake, an
avalanche, a wildfire or some other natural event
suddenly puts people in terrifying situations.
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WELLNESS & WRITING CONNECTIONS CONFERENCE
The first annual Wellness & Writing Connections Conference, sponsored by American Intercontinental
University-Dunwoody, will be held December 15, 2007, at The Atlanta Marriott Marquis in downtown Atlanta
from 9 a.m.–4:30 p.m. The conference will bring together health care providers, educators, and writers to
explore the connection between overall health and expressive writing as a therapeutic practice. The fullday conference will feature six breakout sessions and two keynote presentations. For more information or to
register, visit http://www.wellnessandwritingconnections.com.

2007 PROMISING RESEARCHER WINNERS NAMED
Amanda Haertling Thein, University of Pittsburgh, “She’s not a prostitute! Re-reading Working-Class Girls’
Responses to Literature through an Examination of Interpretive Practices.” Tara Star Johnson, Purdue
University, Indiana, “Crossing the Line: When Pedagogical Relationships Go Awry.” Steven Talmy, University
of British Columbia, “The Cultural Productions of the ESL Student at Tradewinds High: Contingency,
Multidirectionality, and Identity in L2 Socialization.” In commemoration of Bernard O’Donnell, the NCTE
Standing Committee on Research sponsors the Promising Researcher Award.
The 2007 Promising Researcher Award Committee Members: Deborah Hicks, Chair, Colette Daiute, Joel
Dworin, Mary Juzwik, and Yolanda Majors. Standing Committee on Research: Sarah Freedman, Chair.
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